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Thousands  Of  Drivers  to  Lose  Auto  Insurance  Discounts 


More  than  100,000  Massachusetts  drivers  will  see  an  increase  in  their  1997 
automobile  insurance  premiums,  due  to  a  state  law  which  eliminates  certain 
group  discount  rates.* 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director  of  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs,  is  calling 
upon  the  legislature  to  "eliminate  this  arbitrary  statute  which  guarantees  a 
rate-hike  for  thousands  of  Massachusetts  drivers."  Duffy  supports 
alternative  legislation  proposed  by  Insurance  Commissioner  Linda  Ruthardt 
and  consumer  advocate  Jason  Adkins  of  the  Center  for  Insurance  Research, 
which  would  strike  the  35  %  participation  requirement,  and  reinstate  group 
discount  rates  for  all  consumers. 

In  order  to  retain  eligibility  for  rate  reductions  in  1997,  pending  passage  of 
the  new  law,  Duffy  advises  consumers  to  shop  around  for  other  groups 
offering  discounts.  The  ten  largest  group  plans  in  1996.  were  AAA  Mass. 
andNH,  AAA  South  Central  New  England,  Automobile  Club  of  Merrimack 
Valley,  Automobile  Club  of  Pioneer  Valley,  Boston  College  Alumni 
Association,  Webster  First  Federal  Credit,  Rockland  Federal  Credit  Union, 
MTA/Educators  Services  Corp.,  Raytheon  &  Subsidiaries,  and  MassPIRG. 


♦The  Group  Marketing  Statute,  M.G.L.  cl75  §193R,  states  that  group  discounts  on  private  passenger 
automobile  insurance  shall  not  be  approved  unless  the  insurer  can  demonstrate  a  thirty  five  percent 
membership  participation  rate  during  the  prior  year. 
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Patriots  fans  who  plan  to  travel  to  New  Orleans  for  Super  Bowl  XXXI  are 
cautioned  that  tour  packages  do  not  always  include  tickets  to  the  game  as  consumers  may 
expect.  Consumers  should  be  aware  that  both  state  and  federal  regulations  prohibit 
misrepresentation  in  the  marketing  of  travel  packages  and  further  require  sellers  of  travel 
services  to  disclose  information  relating  to  the  inclusion  of  tickets  where  the  failure  to  do 
so  has  the  effect  of  misleading  or  deceiving  the  consumer.1    Consumers  should  read 
carefully  any  Super  Bowl  travel  advertisement  or  brochure  and  are  advised  that: 

•    An  agent  or  operator  marketing  a  Super  Bowl  air  package  that  includes  game 
tickets  must  have  the  tickets  in  hand  or  have  a  written  contract  for  the  tickets 
before  advertising  the  package  deal. 


• 


If  an  advertisement  does  not  indicate  whether  or  not  a  game  ticket  is  included, 
consumers  should  specifically  inquire  about  it. 

•  If  an  operator  states  that  tickets  are  included  as  part  of  the  package,  consumers 
should  require  at  the  time  of  purchase  that  the  game  ticket  be  presented  or  a 
written  confirmation  for  the  ticket  to  be  provided. 

•  Consumers  are  entitled  to  receive  and  should  retain  for  their  records  a  copy  of  the 
written  contract  with  the  seller. 

•  If  a  tour  does  not  include  a  game  ticket  as  promised,  consumers  may  cancel  and  the 
seller  must  return  all  payments. 

onsumers  should  also  be  aware  that  while  the  reselling  of  game  tickets  is  illegal  in 
Massachusetts,  travel  agents  and  operators  who  are  licensed  to  resell  game  tickets  as  part 
of  a  tour  package  are  not  subject  to  penalty  for  illegal  scalping.  For  more  information 
regarding  illegal  air  travel  ticket  scams,  contact  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and 
Business  Regulation  at  (617)  727-7780  or  the  Attorney  General's  Office  at 
(617)727-8400. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston  MA  02108  •  Telephone  (617)  727-7755 

•  Fax  (617)  227-6094 


1  See  905  CMR  15.00  governing  the  sale  of  travel  services  and  14  CFR  399.87  governing  Super  Bowl  Tours. 
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Area  Code  Reassignment  Impacts  Over  One  Million  Massachusetts  Consumers 

The  Massachusetts  Department  of  Public  Utilities  (DPU)  this  week  ordered  NYNEX  to 
assign  new  area  codes  to  over  one  million  Massachusetts  consumers  due  to  a  severe 
shortage  of  remaining  telephone  numbers  for  the  617  and  508  area  codes.  The  shortage 
results  from  the  explosion  in  demand  for  new  and  existing  telecommunications  services 
including  cellular  phones,  pagers,  faxes  and  modems.  The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs 
and  Business  Regulation  surveyed  consumers  and  responded  to  their  questions  and 
concerns  about  the  area  code  reassignment  as  follows: 

Who  will  be  impacted  by  the  area  code  reassignment? 

Boston,  Brookline,  Cambridge,  Chelsea,  Everett,  Milton,  Newton,  Somerville,  Winthrop, 
and  Quincy  will  retain  the  617  area  code.  The  remaining  municipalities  in  the  current 
617  area  code  will  be  assigned  area  code  781.  The  existing  508  area  code  will  be  split 
into  northern  and  southern  segments.  Boylston,  Framingham,  Holden,  Marlborough, 
Natick,  New  Braintree,  Northborough,  Oakham,  Rutland,  West  Boylston  and  all  other 
508  area  code  communities  south  of  these  cities  and  towns  will  retain  the  508  area  code. 
The  northern  half  of  the  current  508  area  will  be  assigned  area  code  978. 

When  and  how  will  the  area  code  reassignment  be  implemented? 

NYNEX  is  required  to  make  new  numbers  available  for  assignment  no  later  than  May  1, 
1998.  Over  the  next  ten  months,  NYNEX  will  complete  technical  changes  for  the  new 
area  codes  and  begin  customer  education  efforts  to  ensure  a  smooth  transition.  After  the 
network  upgrades  are  completed,  there  will  be  a  three-month  permissive  dialing  period 
during  which  callers  will  be  connected  to  the  number  dialed  regardless  of  which  area 
code  is  used.  Following  the  permissive  dialing  period,  there  will  be  a  three-month 
announcement  period  in  which  a  recording  will  inform  callers  of  the  need  to  dial  a  new 
area  code. 

Is  there  any  way  to  reduce  the  financial  impact  and  inconvenience  on  consumers? 

Unfortunately,  there  will  be  some  inconvenience  and  cost  associated  with  an  area  code 
change  under  any  plan.  For  example,  signs  and  trucks  which  display  telephone  numbers 
will  have  to  be  repainted,  stationery  reprinted,  and  cellular  telephones  reprogrammed. 
Nevertheless,  some  action  must  be  taken  to  avoid  depletion  of  telephone  numbers  in 
eastern  Massachusetts.    The  good  news  is  that  new  codes  will  not  change  telephone 


service  rates.  In  choosing  the  "geographic  split"  approach,  the  DPU  sought  to  minimize 
inconvenience,  disruption  and  confusion  for  consumers.  The  plan  allows  consumers  to 
make  most  local  calls  without  the  need  for  ten-digit,  dialing.  Unlike  other  alternatives,  the 
geographic  method  maintains  the  existing  link  between  communities  and  area  codes; 
neighbors  on  the  same  street  and  different  telephones  lines  within  the  same  household 
will  continue  to  share  the  same  area  codes. 


For  further  information  regarding  the  area  code  assignment,  contact  the  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs  and  Business  Regulation  at  (617)  727-7780  or  the  Department  of 
Public  Utilities  at  (617)  727-3531. 
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In  the  wake  of  the  recent  Blue  Cross/Blue  Shield  Medex  rate  decision  by  the 
Division  of  Insurance,  Consumer  Affairs  Director  Michael  T.  Duffy  offers  subscribers  a 
"Shoppers  Guide"  to  alternative  indemnity  and  HMO  plans.  In  addition,  Consumer 
Affairs  has  outlined  some  frequently  asked  questions  by  seniors  who  are  in  the  market  for 
a  new  plan. 

SHOPPER'S  GUIDE 

Open  1997  Medigap  (Medicare  Supp.  2  coverage)  and  Medicare  HMO  Plans 

including  drug  benefit 
Rates  subject  to  change;  contact  company  for  updates 

Plan  Name  Plan  Type  1997  Monthly  Rate 

(as  of  1/1/97  subject  to  change) 

Bankers  Life  and  Casualty  Company  Indemnity  S1S7.08 

Blue  Cross  Bine  Shield  of  MA  (Medex)  Indemnity  (S182.70-<96rate/$236.30  proposed  «97rate) 

Hartford  Life  Insurance  Company  Indemnity  $139.00*** 

Prudential  -  AARP  program  Indemnity  ($173.50-'96rate/$22&25  proposed'97  rate) 

Fallon  Community  HP  (Senior  Preferred)  HMO  $7^50 

Harvard  Pilgrim  HC(First  Seniority)  HMO  $65.00 

Harvard  Pilgrim  HC  of  NE  (Care  Plus)  HMO  $112.00 

Pilgrim  Health  Care  (Prime  65)  HMO  $65.00  OR  $126.00 

Tufts  Associated  HP  (Secure  Horizons)  HMO  $65.00* 

United  HealthCare  of  lW  England  HMO  $124.00 

U.S.  Healthcare  HMO  $59.00  TO  $99.00** 

*  rates  vary  geographically  **  rate  varies  by  provider  co-pay  ***retired  military  officers  only 

Since  January  1995,  all  so-called  Medigap  plans,  which  pick  up  expenses  where 
Medicare  leaves  of£  are  mandated  to  provide  a  uniform  set  of  benefits.  Cost  conscious 
seniors  may  save  more  than  30%  on  alternative  indemnity  plans  or  25%  by  selecting  an 
HMO  plan  with  drug  benefits. 

While  each  plan  is  required  to  have  open  enrollment,  most  Medigap  and  Medicare 
HMO  Plans  are  available  to  Medicare  beneficiaries  regardless  of  age  and  pre-existing 
conditions  throughout  the  year. 

Consumers  can  obtain  "The  Massachusetts  Guide  to  Health  Insurance  For  People 
With  Medicare"  by  writing  to  the  Division  of  Insurance,  470  Atlantic  Avenue,  Boston, 
MA  02210-2223  or  by  calling  (617)  521-7777. 


QUESTIONS  TO  ASK  WHEN  SHOPPING  FOR  MEDIGAP  CO  VERA  av\ 

1.)         Do  I  want  coverage  for  prescription  drugs? 

Currently,  all  plans  for  NEW  enroliees  provide  unlimited  drug  coverage. 
However,  some  only  allow  you  to  go  to  designated  pharmacies  and/or  require  the 
use  of  mail  order  pharmacies.  Important:  Co-payments  may  vary. 

2.)         Am  I  able  to  choose  from  any  doctor,  or  am  I  willing  to  have 
limitations  on  the  doctors  I  can  see  if  it  will  lower  my  costs? 

a)  If  you  choose  to  see  any  doctor,  then  ask  the  following: 

i)  Will  I  be  able  to  use  a  mail  order  drug  system? 

ii)         Will  I  have  to  use  designated  pharmacies? 

b)  If  you  agreed  to  limitations  on  the  doctors  you  can  see,  then  ask: 

i)  Is  my  current  doctor  part  of  the  plan? 

ii)  If  not,  am  I  willing  to  change  doctors? 

iii)  What  will  I  have  to  pay  out-of-pocket  per  doctor's  visit,  etc? 

iv)  Can  I  easily  get  to  a  doctor  covered  by  the  plan? 

v)  Do  I  feel  comfortable  with  the  hospitals  in  the  plan? 

3 .)        What  is  the  cost?  How  long  is  the  cost  likely  to  remain  unchanged? 

4.)         When  can  I  join?  Is  there  a  limited  open  enrollment  period? 

5.)        Will  the  company  charge  me  for  changing  from  apian  without  drug  benefits  to 
one  with  dntg-henefits? 

6.)        What  is  the  insurer  s  or  HMO 's  reputation  regarding  claim  payments, 
reimbursements  and  customer  assistance? 

7.)        If  I  cancel  before  my  year  is  up,  will  I  get  a  refund  OR  owe  money? 

Seniors  may  also  call  the  Executive  Office  of  Elder  Affairs'  "SHINE"  program 
(Serving  Health  Information  Needs  of  Seniors)  at  1  -800-882-2003 .  The  "SHINE" 
program  provides  statewide  insurance  counseling  for  senior  citizens  at  no  cost. 

The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston  MA  02108  •  Telephone  (617)  727-7755  •  Fax  (617)  227-6094 
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With  the  tax  filing  deadline  less  than  two  months  away,  consumers  are  gathering 
receipts,  tallying  deductions  and  anticipating  big  returns.  Consumer  Affairs  Director 
Michael  Duffy  is  warning  consumers  to  beware  of  hidden  charges  affiliated  with  tax 
preparation  services  and  offers  tips  on  choosing  a  preparer. 

A  recent  survey  of  tax  preparation  organizations  revealed  that  consumers  may  be 
spending  a  large  percentage  of  their  tax  return  on  service  charges  and  bank  fees.  In  some 
instances,  consumers  were  not  made  aware  that  they  were  receiving  a  bank  loan  rather 
than  their  actual  tax  refund.  Nor  were  they  given  sound  financial  advice  on  deductible 
items  or  allowable  expenses. 

The  New  York  City  Department  of  Consumer  Affairs  recently  settled  a  case 
against  H&R  Block  for  $250,000  as  a  result  of  five  years  of  citations  against  the  company. 
The  suit  charged  H&R  Block  with  misleading  consumers  by  not  clearly  defining  the 
distinction  between  their  "Rapid  Refund"  products  and  high  interest  loans  (also  known  as 
RALs.)  "Rapid  Refund"  is  often  used  by  tax  preparers  to  refer  to  electronic  filing  of  tax 
returns,  which  allows  customers  to  receive  refunds  in  14-28  days.  "RALs"  also  involve 
filing  returns  electronically.  However,  these  loans  include  a  financial  institution  that  lends 
the  taxpayer  the  amount  of  the  anticipated  refund  in  a  matter  of  days  but  charges  interest 
rates  of  up  to  700%. 


HERE  ARE  SOME  TIPS  ON  CHOOSING  A  TAX  PREPARER 

4     Check  the  individual  tax  preparer 's  qualifications.  A  tax  preparer  must  maintain 
records  to  substantiate  all  of  the  information  contained  in  such  a  statement; 

4    Ask  how  fees  are  computed  —  including  minimum  charges  and  any  additional  charges.  You  must  be 
given  a  receipt  which  states  the  charges  for  each  tax  return.  The  receipt  must  list  the  address  and 
phone  number  at  which  the  tax  preparer  may  be  contacted  during  the  year;  and 

4    Ask  the  tax  preparer  if  they  will  represent  you  at  a  government  audit.  Failure  to  make  this 
disclosure  shall  mean  that  the  tax  preparer  agrees  to  represent  the  taxpayer  or  to  provide 
representation. 

-more- 


CONSUMERS  ALSO  HA  VE  THESE  RIGHTS 

4     To  receive  all  personal  papers  upon  request,  when  the  original  tax  return  is  given  to  the  taxpayer  for 
filing,  unless  the  tax  preparer  is  specifically  permitted  to  retain  such  papers  under  state  law; 

4     To  know  that  any  tax  preparer  who  advertises  the  availability  of  a  program  by  which  a  taxpayer  may 
receive  a  loan  against  the  taxpayer 's  anticipated  refund  may  not  directly  or  indirectly  represent  such 
a  loan  as  a  refund.  Any  advertisement  which  mentions  such  a  loan  program  must  state  conspicuously 
that  a  fee  or  interest  will  be  charged  by  the  lending  institution  and  must  disclose  the  name  of  the. 
lending  institutions; 

4     To  receive  a  copy  of  every  tax  return  prepared,  at  the  time  the  original  is  given  to  the  taxpayer 
forfiling; 

4     To  have  the  tax  preparer  sign  every  tax  return;  and 

4     To  know  whether  or  not  the  tax  preparer  is  a  licensed  accountant  or  attorney  in  Massachusetts. 


TAX  PREPARERS  ARE  PROHIBITED  FROM 

4    Asking  a  taxpayer  to  sign  a  blank  or  incomplete  tax  return; 

4     Misrepresenting  their  qualifications; 

4     Revealing  any  information  appearing  on  a  tax  return  or  any  related  information  to  any  person  or 
business  other  than  the  taxpayer  or  their  designee; 

4  Inducing  or  attempting  to  induce  a  taxpayer  to  violate  any  governmental  law,  rule  or  regulation; 

4  Altering  a  tax  return  after  it  has  been  signed; 

4  Charging  a  fee  based  upon  the  amount  of  tax  owed  or  refund  due; 

4  Guaranteeing  a  refund  or  that  an  audit  will  not  be  conducted;  or 

4     Claiming  to  give  taxpayers  an  "instant  tax  refund"  which  is  actually  an  interest  bearing 
loan,  unless  that  fact  is  disclosed  to  the  taxpayer  in  accordance  with  federal  and  state  law. 

The  Massachusetts  Department  of  Revenue  (DOR)  offers  a  variety  of  tax 
filing  services,  including  Telefile  and  Internet  access.  These  services  are  free-of-charge. 
For  more  information  call  the  DOR  at  (800)  392-6089  or  (617)  727-6367. 


The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston  MA  02108  •  Telephone  (617)  727-7755  •  Fax  (617)  227-6094 


Advisory  97-6  •  March  5,  1997  .  ,,rr,MsspNT 


COLLECT  iOw 

CONSUMER  ALERT    »  s 


Cellular  Phone  Pricing  Schemes  Mislead  Consumers 

Millions  of  Americans  are  investing  in  cellular  phone  service  which  promises  to  save  time  and  provide 
personal  safety.  As  the  demand  for  cellular  phones  increases,  so  do  advertisements  and  other  sales 
solicitations  offering  special  rates.  Consumer  Affairs  Director  Michael  Duffy  cautions  consumers  that  if 
a  deal  sounds  to  good  to  be  true,  it  probably  is.  An  investigation  conducted  by  the  Office  of  Consumer 
Affairs  revealed  that  advertisements  entice  consumers  with  special  offers,  but  omit  important  details  of 
cellular  phone  service  plans  which  dramatically  increase  advertised  prices.  In  addition,  company  sales 
representatives  fail  to  fully  explain  service  options  and  hidden  costs.    Consumers  should  carefully  assess 
their  particular  needs,  comparison  shop;  and  be  aware  of  the  following  practices  before  selecting  a 
cellular  phone  provider: 

=>  Access  and  Termination  Fees 

Consumers  should  inquire  about  monthly  access  fees  and  termination  fees  before  signing  on  to  a  service. 
Monthly  access  fees  are  especially  important  to  the  consumer  who  plans  to  use  the  service  minimally. 

=>  Incoming  and  Unanswered  Call  Fees 

Consumers  should  be  aware  that  cellular  phones  are  not  the  same  as  regular  wireline  telephone  service. 
In  most  cases,  subscribers  incur  airtime  charges  for  incoming  calls.  In  addition,  some  companies  assess 
charges  for  unanswered  calls  including  a  busy  signal. 

=>  Roaming  Fees 
Roaming  charges  are  assessed  when  a  caller  sends  or  receives  calls  outside  the  provider's  home  area. 
All  cellular  companies  are  required  to  provide  roaming  services,  but  often  add  extra  charges  for  this 
service. 

=>  Incremental  Billing 
Many  companies  measure  call  length  on  an  incremental  basis  and  bill  accordingly.  For  example,  a  call 
of  less  than  one  minute  is  billed  as  a  one-minute  call. 

=>  Area  of  Coverage 

Cellular  service,  like  radio  service,  is  subject  to  "dead  spots"  or  areas  of  no  service.  Service  may  not  be 
available  in  certain  buildings,  tunnels,  etc.  Also,  if  coverage  maps  are  based  on  service  to 
vehicle-installed  mobile  units,  that  service  to  a  hand-held  portable  unit  operates  at  substantially  lower 
power  and  will  affect  quality  of  service. 


=>  Automatic  Contract  Renewal 

Many  companies  automatically  renew  the  terms  of  their  service  contracts  after  one  year  unless 
specifically  canceled  by  the  subscriber.    This  renewal  often  contains  the  requirement  of  another  full  year 
of  service  and  may  result  in  additional  fees  for  early  termination. 

The  table  below  shows  the  lowest-cost  service  rate  plans  offered  by  Boston  area  providers  in  late 
November  and  early  December  1996.1 


_ 

Total 

Monthly 

Airtime 

Phone 

Fee  to 

monthly 

access 

minutes 

set-up 

cancel 

bill 

charge 

included* 

fee 

early 

Avg.  User 

Cellular  One 

Assurance 

$28.15 

$19.95 

20      • 

$35 

$150 

Choice  Plus 

•  . 

• 

Bell  Atlantic 

Nynex 

Take  Along 

28.17 

12.99 

0 

25 

175 

MCI  One 


31.13 


29.95 


45 


10 


200 


*Note  that  airtime  minutes  may  be  restricted  to  off-peak  hours. 


Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston  MA  02108 
Telephone  (617)  727-7755  •  Fax  (617)  227-6094 


Source:  Consumer  Reports,  February  1997 
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National  Credit  Reporting  Agency  Denies  Massachusetts  Consumers  Credit  Reports 

The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and  Business  Regulation  has  received  a  number  of  complaints  that  Experian,  a 
national  credit  reporting  agency  (formerly  TRW)  refused  to  provide  Massachusetts  residents  with  a  free  copy  of  their 
credit  report  as  required  by  law.  Massachusetts  General  Law,  Chapter  93,  Section  59(d)  entitles  consumers  to  one 
free  credit  report  per  calendar  year  from  national  credit  reporting  agencies  doing  business  in  the  Commonwealth. 
The  Federal  Fair  Credit  Reporting  Act  also  entitles  consumers  to  a  free  credit  report  in  the  event  they  have  been 
denied  credit,  employment,  or  insurance  based  upon  information  contained  in  the  report  or  if  they  believe  the  report 
is  in  error. 

After  being  contacted  by  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs,  Experian  officials  agreed  to  take  prompt  action  by 
providing  refunds  to  all  Massachusetts  consumers  wrongfully  charged  for  credit  reports.  Although  Experian 
could  not  provide  information  on  how  many  Massachusetts  consumers  have  been  charged  for  a  copy  of  their  report, 
Experian  issues  as  many  as  12.000  credit  reports  a  month  to  Massachusetts  consumers.  Experian  also  agreed  to 
fully  comply  with  the  statutory  mandate  that  all  consumers  be  provided  one  complimentary  credit  report  annually. 
Consumers  who  have  been  wrongfully  charged  for  a  credit  report  can  receive  a  refund  by  mailing  either  a  canceled 
check  or  other  documentation  which  demonstrates  that  their  request  was  rejected  to  Experian  at  the  address  below. 

There  are  three  national  companies  in  the  credit  reporting  business  who  are  required  to  offer  Massachusetts  residents 
one  annual  complimentary  copy  of  their  credit  report:  Experian,  Trans  Union,  and  Equifax.  A  credit  report  request 
must  be  in  writing  and  include  the  following  information: 

The  words  "a  complimentary  copy  of  my  credit  report  as  mandated  by  Massachusetts  General  Law" 

Full  name  including  Jr.,  Sr.,  Ill,  etc. 

Present  address  including  zip  code 

Previous  addresses  for  the  last  five  years 

Date  of  birth 

Spouse's  name,  if  applicable 

Social  security  number  and  spouse's  social  security  number,  if  applicable 

Daytime  telephone  number 

Mail  your  request  to: 

Experian  Trans  Union  Equifax  Information 

P.O.  Box  mm  34^  P.O.  Box  390  Service  Center 

Allen,  Texas  Springfield,  Pennsylvania  P.O.  Box  105873 

75013  19064-0390  Atlanta,  Georgia 

*  30348 

For  further  information  regarding  credit  reporting  or  information  on  how  to  get  your  money  back  if  you  were  charged,  contact  the 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and  Business  Regulation  at  (617)  727-7780 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 
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Drivers:  Beware  of  Illegally  Overpriced  Towing  Services 

The  snow  emergency  that  immobilized  Massachusetts  residents  on  Monday  and  Tuesday  left 
motor  vehicles  stranded  across  the  state.  As  a  result,  thousands  of  consumers  recovering  from  the 
storm  today  face  hefty  motor  vehicle  towing  charges.  Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director  of  the  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs,  warns  consumers  that  if  the  towing  fee  you  have  been  charged  appears 
unreasonably  expensive,  the  towing  company  may  be  charging  more  than  the  legal  limit  for  the 
services  rendered.  The  Department  of  Public  Utilities  (DPU)  is  responsible  for  setting  the 
maximum  rate  for  involuntary  towing  of  motor  vehicles.  Consumers  should  be  aware  of  the 
following  DPU  regulations: 

*  Involuntary  towing  includes  police  ordered,  public  authority  (snow  emergency),  and  trespass 
tows. 

*  The  maximum  rate  for  a.  passenger  car  involuntary  tow  is  $55  for  up  to  five  miles.  There  may 
be  an  additional  charge  of  $1.25  per  mile  over  five  miles. 

*  If  service  exceeds  one  hour,  a  $25  per  hour  charge  may  be  assessed  for  the  services  listed 
above. 

*  A  $25  per  hour  per  vehicle  fee  will  apply  if  an  additional  service  vehicle  is  required. 
However,  this  charge  shall  not  apply  to  trespass  tows  or  snow  removal  tows. 

*  The  tow  operator  must  include  on  the  invoice  starting  and  ending  times,  odometer  readings 
(beginning  and  ending)  and  all  other  charges  to  be  paid  by  the  consumer. 

*  Storage  fees  may  not  exceed  $20  per  24-hour  period  or  any  fraction  thereof. 

*  A  typical  passenger  car  involuntary  tow  is  $55  for  towing  and  $20  for  storage. 

For  more  information  regarding  illegal  towing  charges  or  to  file  a  complaint,  contact  Lynn 
Leonard  at  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and  Business  Regulation  at  (617)  727-7755,  Ext.  404 
or  the  Department  of  Public  Utilities  at  (617)  727-353 1. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston  MA  02108  •  Telephone  (617) 

727-7755  •  Fax  (617)  227-6094 
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Is  Fcn-Phen,  A  Scam-Scam?  The  Skinny  on  the  New  Diet  Dnigsivisity  of  Massachusetl 
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As  the  department  store  windows  begin  to  display  the  1997  line  of  swimwear,  many  Bay  State 
consumers  are  looking  for  quick,  easy  ways  to  melt  away  a  few  pounds  along  with  those  last  few 
mounds  of  snow.  A  quick  glimpse  through  advertisements  in  area  papers  reveals  a  number  of 
commercial  weight  loss  companies  eager  to  help  consumers  slim  down  with  prescription  diet  pills 
like  Fen-Phen  and  the  recently  FDA  approved  Redux.  Consumer  Affairs  Director  Michael  Duffy 
warns  consumers  that  these  new  diet  pills  are  not  appropriate  for  everyone,  and  offers  some  tips  for 
Bay  Staters  considering  joining  commercial  weight  loss  programs. 

Questions  and  Answers  about  Fen-Phen  and  Redux 

What  are  Fen-Phen  and  Redux? 

Fen-Phen  refers  to  two  long  available  prescription  appetite  suppressants,  fenfluramine  and 
phentermine.  These  two  drugs  have  been  available  since  the  1970's,  but  the  U.S.  Food  and  Drug 
Administration  (FDA)  has  not  approved  their  combination  use.  Redux,  which  is  the  chemical 
dexfenfluramine,  recently  was  approved  by  the  FDA  for  use  in  people  who  are  obese. 

How  do  these  drugs  work? 

According  to  Dr.  Richard  Wurtman,  of  M.I.T.,  a  noted  scientist  whose  research  on  brain  chemicals 
made  these  drugs  available: 

"Fenfluramine  is  actually  two  chemicals,  one  right-handed  and  one  left-handed   The  right- 
handed  form,  called  dexfenfluramine,  increases  the  activity  of  the  brain  serotonin  and  thus  causes 
people  to  feel  full,  and  to  stop  eating.  It  is  marketed  as  Redux. 

The  left-handed  form,  in  the  past,  could  not  be  separated  from  the  right-handed  form.  It 
acts  to  block  a  different  brain  chemical,  dopamine,  and  thus  has  side-effects  like  those  of  the  anti- 
psychotic drugs  (e.g.,  Thorazine,  Haldol)  which  also  block  dopamine.  Phentermine,  a  weak 
amphetamine,  stimulates  dopamine,  and  thus  is  used  as  an  antidote  to  the  left-handed  fenfluramine. 
Phentermine  has  the  same  side-effects  as  an  amphetamine. " 

Who  can  and  should  use  Fen-Phen  and  Redux? 

The  FDA  recommends  that  people  take  Redux  only  when  medically  necessary.  Specifically,  it 
recommends  that  these  drugs  should  be  used  only  by  healthy  people  who  have  a  body  mass  index 
(BMI)  of  at  least  30,  or  in  those  people  with  a  BMI  of  27  who  have  additional  health  risk  factors 
such  as  hypertension  or  diabetes.  These  drugs  should  only  jbe  taken  after  consultation  with  your 
doctor.  In  addition,  certain  anti-depressants  and  migraine  medications  should  not  be  taken  with  Fen- 
Phen  or  Redux.  (To  calculate  your  BMI,  multiply  your  weight  in  pounds  by  705.  Divide  that 
number  by  your  height  in  inches.  Divide  again  by  your  height.  The  result  is  your  BMI.) 

What  are  the  health  effects  of  these  drugs? 

Redux  has  a  few  minor  side  effects,  such  as  drowsiness,  dry  mouth  and  diarrhea.  With  Fen-Phen 
15%  of  users  have  complained  of  memory  problems.  They  both  may  also  increase  the  risk  of  a  rare, 
but  serious  side  effect,  pulmonary  hypertension.  While  this  lung  condition  is  rare,  it  is  often  fatal.  A 
recent  study  found  that  the  risk  of  this  condition  is  23  times  higher  in  patients  using  these  diet  drugs 


for  three  months  or  more.  Given  these  known  and  other  unknown  risks,  the  FDA  counsels  that 
people  should  only  be  using  these  drugs  if  they  are  medically  necessary. 

Tips  For  Consumers  Choosing  a  Commercial  Weight  Loss  Program: 

•  Look  for  comprehensive  weight  loss  programs  that  include  exercise  and  behavior 
modification. 

Whether  or  not  you  are  a  candidate  for  diet  drugs,  to  succeed  in  losing  weight  you  will  need  to 
incorporate  a  moderate  eating  plan  and  moderate  exercise  into  your  daily  way  of  life.  Long-lasting 
weight  loss  depends  on  making  long-term  changes  in  your  eating  and  exercise  habits.  Choose  a 
weight  loss  program  that  will  help  you  make  those  changes. 

•  Stay  clear  of  any  doctors  or  weight  loss  centers  that  do  not  follow  the  FDA  guidelines  for 
prescribing  diet  drugs. 

Given  the  possible  adverse  effects  from  these  diet  drugs,  the  FDA  approved  Redux  for  medically 
necessary  use  in  people  who  meet  body  mass  index  (BMI)  guidelines.  Physicians  however,  are  not 
required  to  abide  by  those  guidelines.  Last  Fall,  a  doctor  at  the  Medical  Weight  Loss  Center  in 
Chestnut  Hill,  MA  was  found  to  have  pre-signed  prescriptions  for  these  diet  drugs  that  were  then 
dispersed  to  patients  by  nurse-practitioners.  One  nurse-practitioner  prescribed  the  diet  pills  to  a 
consumer  investigator  who  previously  had  been  told  by  a  medical  doctor  that  she  should  not  take 
them.  You  should  avoid  programs  that  do  not  adhere  to  the  FDA  guidelines. 

•  Ask  for  data  that  proves  the  program  works. 

Find  out  if  program  customers  keep  the  weight  off  after  leaving  the  program.  Do  not  rely  on  a 
program's  anecdotal  evidence.  Instead,  request  evidence  of  the  long-term  effectiveness  of  the 
program.  On  average,  70%  of  Redux  users  respond  to  the  drug  and  lose  at  least  4  pounds  a  month. 
Anyone  not  responding  with  this  level  of  weight  loss  should  stop  taking  the  drug.  You  should  also 
ask  if  the  plan  includes  a  weight-loss  maintenance  program,  and  whether  or  not  the  maintenance 
program  is  an  additional  cost. 

•  Find  out  what  kind  of  supervision  the  program  provides. 

Do  not  assume  that  by  signing  up  for  a  commercial  weight  loss  program  you  are  receiving  health 
care  service.  Given  the  possible  side  effects  from  diet  drugs,  make  sure  that  a  doctor  completes  a 
thorough  medical  exam  before  prescribing  you  the  diet  pills  and  then  monitors  your  health  while  you 
are  on  the  program.  Find  out  the  credentials  of  the  other  professionals  supervising  the  program. 
Programs  that  have  registered  dietitians  and  nutritionists  who  have  graduate  degrees  in  nutrition  are 
better  than  those  that  have  "health  educators"  or  "diet  counselors"  who  may  have  had  no  formal 
training. 

•  Be  wary  of  programs  that  claim  you  can  lose  weight  fast  and  keep  it  off. 

Rapid  weight  loss  (more  than  3-5  pounds  per  week)  can  cause  health  problems.  Most  doctors 
recommend  losing  no  more  than  1-2  pounds  a  week.  While  very  low-calorie  (800  calories  a  day) 
"crash"  diets  may  work  faster  initially,  the  results  usually  do  not  last. 

For  more  information  on  commercial  weight  loss  programs,  contact  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs 
at  617-727-7780. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 

Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 
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SPRING  CLEANING  COULD  SAVE  YOUR  CHILD'S  LIFE:       . 
Join  the  "Recall  Round-Up"  to  Get  Hazardous  Products  Out  of  Consumers'  Homes       ■.  „„  n 

r  Depository  I 

Dangerous  products  are  taken  off  the  store  shelves  when  a  recall  is  announced.  Despite  recall  notices  and 
public  warnings,  many  old  hazardous  products  still  can  be  found  in  homes,  flea  markets,  second-hand  stores, 
and  at  garage  and  yard  sales.  As  a  result,  these  recalled  products  continue  to  cause  death  and  serious  injuries 
to  children.  In  an  effort  to  rid  consumers'  homes  of  hazardous  products,  Governor  William  F.  Weld  declares 
April  16,  1997  as  "Recall  Round-Up  Day,"  a  national  child  safety  campaign,  initiated  by  the  Consumer 
Product  Safety  Commission,  to  round-up  unsafe  products.  Consumer  Affairs  Director  Michael  T.  Duffy 
urges  Bay  State  consumers  to  check  their  homes  to  see  if  they  have  any  of  these  recalled,  hazardous  products. 
This  kind  of  spring  cleaning  could  save  a  child's  life. 

•  Old  cribs  that  can  choke  or  suffocate  a  small  child. 

Each  year,  about  50  babies  suffocate  or  strangle  when  they  become  trapped  between  broken  crib  parts  or 
in  cribs  with  older,  unsafe  designs.  Adjust  or  destroy  any  crib  which  has: 

•S_  Missing,  loose,  broken,  or  improperly  installed  screws,  brackets,  or  other  hardware  on  the  crib  or 
mattress  support. 

•{_  More  than  2  3/8  inches  between  crib  slats  which  may  allow  a  baby's  body  to  fit  through  the  slats. 
You  may  use  a  can  of  soda  as  a  guide;  the  soda  can  should  not  fit  between  the  crib  slats. 

•{_  More  than  a  two-finger  gap  between  the  mattress  and  the  frame,  so  a  baby  cannot  get  trapped 
between  the  mattress  and  the  side  of  the  crib. 

•{_  Corner  posts  and/or  cutout  areas  on  the  headboard  or  footboard. 

•  Mini-hammocks  that  can  strangle  children. 

Without  spreader  bars  to  hold  the  mini-hammock  open,  the  mini-hammock  can  twist  around  children's 
necks  as  they  are  getting  into  or  out  of  the  mini-hammock,  resulting  in  strangulation  and  death.  At  least  12 
children,  ages  5  to  17  years,  have  died  when  using  mini-hammocks  without  spreader  bars. 

S_  Take  these  mini-hammocks  back  to  the  store  where  purchased  for  a  refund  or  replacement. 
S_  If  you  do  not  know  the  retailer  or  manufacturer,  destroy  the  mini-hammock  immediately. 

•  Bean  bag  chairs  that  can  present  a  choking  or  suffocation  hazard  to  children. 

Some  bean  bag  chairs  can  become  unzipped,  and  children  then  can  inhale  the  small  pellets  of  foam 
filling.  Five  children  have  died  and  23  have  been  injured  by  inhaling  or  ingesting  bean  bag  filling. 
S_  Immediately  stop  using  bean  bag  chairs  with  zippers  that  open  freely. 
J_  Call  the  manufacturer's  800  number  for  repair  instructions  to  prevent  it  from  unzipping. 

•  Wooden  bunk  beds  that  can  strangle  young  children. 

Since  1990,  32  children  have  died  after  becoming  caught  in  bunk  beds  with  improper  openings  in  the  top 
bunk  structure. 

S_  Openings  on  the  bunk  bed  should  be  no  more  than  3  1/2  inches  wide. 

S_  Contact  the  manufacturer  or  retailer  for  a  replacement  guardrail,  retrofit  kit,  or  instructions  to  help 
eliminate  the  entrapment  hazard. 

For  more  information  on  these  recalls,  contact  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  hotline  at  727-7780. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 
Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 
One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 
Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 


Your  Used  Crib  Could  Be  Deadly 


An  unsafe  used  crib  could  be  very 
dangerous  for  your  baby.  Each  year, 
about  50  babies  suffocate  or  strangle 
when  they  become  trapped  between 
broken  crib  parts  or  in  cribs  with  older, 
unsafe  designs. 

A  safe  crib  is  the  best  place  to  put 
your  baby  to  sleep.  Look  for  a  crib 
with  a  certification  seal  showing  that  it 
meets  national  safety  standards. 

If  your  crib  does  not  meet  these 
guidelines,  destroy  it  and  replace  it 
with  a  safe  crib. 


A  safe  crib  has: 

No  missing,  loose,  broken,  or  improperly-installed 
screws,  brackets,  or  other  hardware  on  the  crib  or  the 
mattress  support. 

No  more  than  2  3/8  inches  between  crib  slats  so  a 
baby's  body  cannot  fit  through  the  slats. 

A  firm,  snug-fitting  mattress  so  a  baby  cannot  get 
trapped  between  the  mattress  and  the  side  of  the  crib. 

No  corner  posts  over  1/16  of  an  inch  above  the  end 
panels  (unless  they  are  over  1 6  inches  high  for  a 
canopy)  so  a  baby  cannot  catch  clothing  and  strangle. 

No  cutout  areas  on  the  headboard  or  foot  board  so  a 
baby's  head  cannot  get  trapped. 

A  mattress  support  that  does  not  easily  pull  apart 
from  the  corner  posts  so  a  baby  cannot  get  trapped 
between  mattress  and  crib. 

No  cracked  or  peeling  paint  to  prevent  lead  poisoning. 

No  splinters  or  rough  edges. 


No  corner  post  extensions 

No  decorative  cut-outs  on  the 
headboard  or  footboard 


Smooth  corners 


Slat  space  2-3/8  inches 
Snug  mattress  fit 


Mattress  support  hangers  are  secured 


Source:  U.S.  Product  Safety  Commission 
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There  is  an  old  Latin  proverb  in  vino  Veritas,  in  wine  there  is  truth.  A  recent  informal  £juRjXs^b$/ tne 
Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  (OGA),  however,  found  that  there  may  not  always  be  truth  in  the  wine 
advertisements  displayed  in  some  Bay  State  wine  and  liquor  stores. 


JV 


With  more  than  30,000  different  wines  being  sold  in  the  US,  it's  impossible  for  consumers  to  be  familiar  with  all 
of  them.  As  a  result,  when  consumers  walk  into  a  wine  store  looking  for  the  best  chardonnay  to  bring  to  a  Spring 
picnic,  or  the  best  California  red  to  bring  to  the  boss's  party,  many  find  themselves  looking  for  information  that 
will  help  them  make  the  best  choice.  Consumer  Affairs  Director  Michael  T.  Duffy  warns  consumers  that  the  wine 
reviews  displayed  above  wine  bottles  may  be  misleading,  and  provides  consumers  with  a  few  tips  to  ensure  they 
receive  accurate  information. 

An  OCA  informal  survey  found  that  in  several  Bay  State  wine  and  liquor  stores  over  50%  of  the  wine  reviews 
affixed  above  racks  of  wine  were  misleading  to  consumers  because  the  reviews  referred  to  a  different  vintage,  or 
year,  of  wine  than  that  being  sold  in  the  store.  For  example,  one  retail  store  affixed  a  raving  review  of  Robert 
Mondavi's  1994  Cabernet  Sauvignon  above  a  rack  of  the  1993  vintage,  which  critics  have  not  found  to  be  as 
outstanding  as  the  1994. 

The  vintage  of  the  wine  refers  to  the  year  in  which  the  wine  was  harvested.  According  to  Richard  Elia,  publisher 
of  the  Winchester,  MA  based  Quarterly  Review  of  Wines,  wines  can  vary  greatly  from  year  to  year.  He  explains, 
"One  of  the  most  important  factors  in  determining  the  quality  of  a  particular  vintage  is  the  weather  conditions 
during  the  harvest  of  that  year.  If  it  rains  during  the  harvest,  the  flavor  of  the  wine  may  be  altered." 

The  difference  in  quality  between  the  vintage  in  the  displayed  review  and  the  vintage  in  the  store's  wine  rack  may 
not  always  be  substantial.  Consumers,  however,  should  never  rely  exclusively  on  these  advertisements, 
particularly  the  ones  that  refer  to  a  different  vintage  than  the  one  sold.  Instead,  consumers  concerned  with  the 
wine  quality  should  consider  taking  the  following  steps: 

•  Consult  a  wine  vintage  chart. 

Many  wine  books  provide  vintage  charts  that  rate  the  different  years  for  various  types  of  wines.  These  charts 
are  an  excellent  source  for  general  information  about  the  quality  of  wine  for  different  years.  In  addition  to  the 
wine's  vintage,  the  producer  and  region  of  the  wine  will  also  affect  its  quality.  Many  vintage  charts,  however, 
do  not  rate  specific  producers  and  regions. 

•  Shop  around  for  a  knowledgeable  retailer. 

A  well-informed  retailer  is  an  excellent  source  of  sound  buying  advice.  Helpful  wine  retailers  will  understand 
the  differences  between  various  wines,  and  will  advise  you  on  wine  selections  that  meet  your  taste  as  well  as 
your  budget. 


• 


Consider  joining  a  wine  tasting  club,  subscribing  to  wine  magazines  and  newsletters,  visiting  one  of  the 
500  web  sites  on  wines,  or  participating  in  on-line  forums. 

You  can  expand  your  knowledge  of  wines  and  their  vintages  through  any  one  of  these  sources.  Look  for 
sources  whose  writers  and  critics  have  tastes  that  coincide  with  yours. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 
Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 
One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 
Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 
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WITH  CONSUMER  DEBT  AT  AN  ALL-TIME  HIGH,  "Wsitory  , 
SOME  DEBT  COLLECTORS  CROSS  THE  LINE 

"77/ey  called  my  neighbors  and  told  them  about  my  credit  card  debt.  " 

"They  spoke  to  my  boss  about  my  unpaid  student  loans.  " 

"They  called  me  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  yelled  out  insults,  and  threatened  to  have  me  arrested  " 

These  are  some  of  the  complaints  about  debt  collectors  that  consumers  recently  have  filed  with  both 
the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  and  the  Division  of  Banks.  All  of  these  collection  tactics  are  illegal. 
Consumers  should  pay  their  bills  on  time,  and  recognize  that  debt  collectors  have  a  legitimate  and 
lawful  role  to  play  in  collecting  unpaid  bills.  However,  state  and  federal  laws  protect  you  from 
harassing,  unfair  and  deceptive  practices  by  collectors  and  creditors.  Consumer  Affairs  Director 
Michael  T.  Duffy  informs  consumers  of  their  rights  under  the  law,  and  provides  some  tips  to  enforce 
those  rights. 

When  dealing  directly  with  you,  creditors  and  collection  agencies  may  not: 

Call  you  at  home  more  than  twice  during  a  7  day  period,  for  each  debt. 

Call  you  at  someplace  other  than  your  home  more  than  twice  during  a  30  day  period,  for  each 

debt. 

Call  you  without  identifying  both  the  name  of  the  creditor  and  the  name  of  the  person  calling. 

Call  you  at  times  other  than  your  normal  waking  hours.  If  they  don't  know  your  waking  hours, 

then  the  collectors  can  only  call  between  8:00  a.m.  and  9:00  p.m. 

Visit  your  home  at  times  other  than  your  waking  hours,  or  visit  your  home  more  than  once  in  a 

30  day  period,  unless  you  give  permission  for  additional  visits. 

Charge  you  for  long  distance  or  collect  calls  (or  other  similar  costs). 

Call  you  at  work  if  you  have  requested  that  they  not  call.  You  oral  request  to  a  collector  to  not 

call  you  at  work  is  valid  for  only  10  days,  unless  you  confirm  your  request  in  writing  within  7 

days. 

Falsely  threaten  to  take  legal  action. 

Use  profane  or  obscene  language. 

Additionally,  creditors  and  collection  agencies  may  not: 

Tell  anyone  (including  friends,  neighbors,  relatives,  or  employers)  about  your  debt.  The  law 
grants  exceptions  to  collectors  who  need  to  locate  you,  but  it  strictly  limits  when  and  how  they 
may  do  this. 

Send  collection  notices  in  a  way  that  indicates  or  implies  that  you  owe  a  debt  (for  example,  using 
postcards  or  descriptive  return  addresses). 


TIPS  FOR  DEALING  WITH  COLLECTORS  AND  GETTING  OUT  OF  DEBT 

Disputing  the  Bill:  If  you  are  not  sure  of  the  validity  of  the  debt,  you  can  request  the  debt  collector 
to  send  you  written  verification.  You  must  send  this  request  within  30  days  of  the  collector's  first 
contact  with  you.  If  you  dispute  the  bill,  you  must  do  so  in  writing  within  this  same  30  day  period. 

Make  arrangements  to  pay  off  the  debt:  If  the  debt  is  valid  but  you  are  unable  to  pay  it  in  full,  do  not 
ignore  the  debt  collectors.  Many  creditors  will  try  to  work  out  a  suitable  payment  schedule  if  they 
believe  you  are  acting  in  good  faith.  Decide  on  a  payment  plan  that  you  can  realistically  afford,  and 
stick  with  it. 

Dealing  Directly  with  the  Collector:    Insist  that  the  creditors  follow  the  letter  of  the  law.  You  also 
may  send  third-party  collectors  a  written  notice  demanding  that  they  stop  all  communication  with 
you.  Once  the  collector  receives  it,  he  or  she  may  contact  you  one  final  time  to  tell  you  either  that 
further  communication  will  cease  or  that  the  collector  or  creditor  will  proceed  with  some  other  legal 
remedy  to  collect  the  debt.  Send  your  letter  by  certified  mail,  return  receipt  requested  so  you  will 
have  proof  of  the  date  after  which  the  collector  must  stop  contacting  you. 

Mediation:  Mediation  is  an  inexpensive  and  informal  way  to  resolve  your  dispute  with  a  creditor 
without  hiring  an  attorney  and  going  to  court.  Contact  Consumer  Affairs  for  a  list  of  mediation 
services  in  your  area. 

Court  Action:  Under  the  Massachusetts  law,  you  may  sue  the  collector  for  all  the  losses  you  had 
because  of  any  illegal  unfair  and  deceptive  actions  the  collector  took.  Additionally,  the  federal  Fair 
Debt  and  Collection  Practices  Act  allows  a  court  to  award  you  up  to  $1000  for  any  violations  by  a 
third-party  collector,  even  if  you  suffered  no  financial  losses. 


Credit  has  become  an  established  part  of  American  life.  It  can  be  a  valuable  tool  allowing  you  to 
purchase  a  home  or  car  or  to  finance  an  education.  Unwise  use  of  credit,  however,  can  lead  to  major 
financial  difficulties.  With  thousands  of  credit  card  solicitations  sent  out  through  the  mail  each  day, 
almost  everyone  today  has  easy  access  to  large  amounts  of  credit.  To  stay  out  of  debt  and  to  stay 
clear  of  debt  collectors,  be  sure  to  use  credit  responsibly. 


For  more  information  about  credit  and  debt  management,  or  about  your  legal  rights  and 
responsibilities  in  repaying  debts  contact  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  at  (617)  727-7780. 


Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 

Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 
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Roadblock  on  the  Information  Superhighway 

Depositor 

Many  Baystate  consumers  are  familiar  with  the  growing  pains  associated  with  the  rapidly  expanding  internet  access 
providers.  When  trying  to  log-on  to  the  system  it  is  common  to  experience  an  "all  circuits  are  busy"  message,  so 
you  try  back  later  and,  usually,  get  through.  But  Massachusetts  residents  using  USAinternet  Access  have 
encountered  more  than  just  a  busy  signal:  their  service  has  been  shut  down.  Consumer  Affairs  Director  Michael  T. 
Duffy  reports  that  his  Office  has  received  numerous  complaints  about  USAinternet  Access's  failure  to  provide 
internet  service  to  its  customers,  and  calls  on  the  Attorney  General  to  investigate  these  cases  and  to  take  appropriate 
enforcement  action. 

Jim  Sadauskas  ofFramingham  had  used  USAinternet  Access  as  his  internet  provider  for  several  years.  The 
company  offered  such  good  service  that  he  decided  to  sign  up  for  a  long  term  service  plan  in  February  of  this 
year.    Sadauskas  was  pleased  with  USAinternet  Access  until  two  months  ago.  In  June,  the  company  began  an 
initiative  to  restructure  its  network.  At  that  time,  Sadauskas  along  with  other  customers,  were  informed  that  their 
service  plans  would  not  be  continued.  Instead,  consumers  could  pay  for  an  upgraded,  more  expensive  service  or 
have  their  service  plan  last  a  shorter  period  of  time  than  their  contracts  stipulated.   Two  months  later,  the  service 
is  completely  down. 

An  investigation  conducted  by  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  reveals  that  USAinternet  has  not  declared 
bankruptcy,  and  refuses  to  respond  to  attempts  at  communication.  The  company  has  established  new  phone 
numbers  for  sales  and  technical  support,  but  attempts  at  contacting  the  company  prove  fruitless.  As  a  result,  this 
matter  has  been  referred  to  the  office  of  the  Attorney's  General  for  further  action. 

Tips  for  Consumers 

The  internet  is  just  the  first  step  in  the  future  of  technology.  Because  it  quickly  has  become  widely  available, 
consumers  should  be  cautious  in  choosing  an  internet  provider.  The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  recommends  the 
following  when  choosing  an  internet  service: 

•  Make  sure  you  have  a  written  contract  with  the  provider. 

•  Make  sure  you  have  the  name  and  address  of  the  owner  of  the  service. 

•  You  may  wish  to  consider  having  the  charges  billed  to  a  credit  card  as  opposed  to  being  drawn  directly  from 
your  checking  account.  The  Fair  Credit  Billing  Act  allows  you  to  withhold  payment  if  you  dispute  a  charge  for 
unprovided  services. 

•  When  signing  up  for  a  provider  over  the  internet,  use  companies  you  know  and  obtain  information  regarding 
their  return  polices.  Unsecured  information  sent  over  the  internet  can  be  interrupted.  If  you  don't  have 
encryption  software,  consider  signing  up  through  the  company's  800  number  or  by  fax. 

•  Be  wary  of  paying  a  lot  of  money  up  front.  You  may  find  that  after  this  initial  payment  the  service  is  not  all  it 
was  made  out  to  be. 

Any  consumer  who  feels  that  they  have  injured  by  USAinternet' s  business  practices  should  contact  the  Attorney's 
General  Office  at  (6 1 7)  727-8400. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 

Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 
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HOW  TO  ENSURE  YOU'RE  NOT  LEFT  HOLDING  THE  BAG  WHEN  LECHMERE  CLOSER  f$S  (DpjORS 


Pending  bankruptcy  court  approval,  Montgomery  Ward  has  proposed  closing  its  33  Lechmere  stores  in  New  England.  While  the 
hearing  on  the  proposed  closing  will  not  take  place  until  August  13th,  and  the  stores  most  likely  will  not  close  their  doors  for 
another  60-90  days,  Bay  State  consumers  need  to  know  their  consumer  rights  and  remedies  now  in  order  to  ensure  their  purchases 
are  protected. 


products  with  a  manufacturer's  warranty: 


If  you  recently  have  purchased  products  from  Lechmere  that  are  still  under  warranty,  once  they  close  you  may  have  to  seek  repairs 
through  the  manufacturer.  The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  can  help  you  obtain  the  correct  address  and  phone  number  of  product 
manufacturers.  Consumers  with  internet  access  can  also  consult  the  Consumer  Resources  Handbook  at  the  web  site 
www.pueblo.gsa.gov/ 1 997res  .htm. 


products  with  an  extended  warranty: 


If  you  have  purchased  an  extended  warranty  through  Lechmere,  you're  not  necessarily  out  of  luck.  Lechmere  contracts  with  third- 
parties  to  provide  coverage.  The  company  is  called  Warrentech,  and  it  is  insured  by  Zurick  America  Insurance  Company. 
Montgomery  Ward  will  continue  to  provide  a  toll  free  number  to  handle  any  service  requests.  The  number  is  1-800-723-0675. 


if  you  have  a  gift  certificate  or  store  credit: 


Under  Massachusetts  General  Law,  consumers  have  two  years  to  use  a  gift  certificate  and  five  years  to  use  a  store  credit.  Given 
the  pending  closing  of  Lechmere,  if  you  have  a  gift  certificate  or  store  credit,  you  should  use  it  now.  If  you  are  still  holding  on  to 
one  after  the  store  closes,  you  will  have  to  get  in  line  with  other  creditors  to  obtain  a  refund  through  bankruptcy  court.  And  there 
is  no  guarantee  that  you  will  ever  get  your  money  back. 


if  you  recently  have  financed  a  Lechmere  purchase 


Lechmere  credit  cards  are  serviced  through  General  Electric  Capital,  a  subsidiary  of  General  Electric.  Montgomery  Ward, 
Lechmere' s  owner,  indicates  that  up  until  the  time  when  Lechmere  is  sold  to  another  company,  all  credit  card  terms  and  conditions 
will  remain  the  same. 


your  consumer  rights  around  recent  and  future  sales: 


Lechmere  already  has  taken  out  ads  in  major  area  papers  for  a  "Super  Sale."  Be  aware  that  if  you  purchase  a  product  and  then 
the  store's  doors  close,  you  may  be  left  with  very  little  consumer  protection.  Lechmere  currently  is  honoring  its  return  policy.  You 
have  30  days  to  return  all  items  except  air  conditioners  and  camcorders,  which  must  be  returned  unopened  within  7  days.  With  a 
receipt  you  will  be  refunded  money;  otherwise  you  will  be  issued  a  store  credit,  which  this  Office  recommends  you  use 
immediately. 

Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 

Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 

Consumer  Hotline:  (617)  727-7780, 1-888-283-3757,  or  ask@consumer.com 
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CARD  SHARKS  SUED  FOR  RAISING  INTEREST  RATES  ON  CREDIT  CARDS 

With  credit  card  debt  at  an  all  time  high,  many  consumers  are  searching  for  credit  cards  with  low  interest 
rates.  That's  exactly  what  happened  to  Maria  Navarro-Rice.  A  single  mother  with  over  $2,000  in  credit 
card  debt,  Maria  signed  up  for  a  First  USA  credit  card  with  an  introductory  teaser  APR  (Annual 
Percentage  Rate)  of  5.9%,  which  would  raise  to  a  fixed  APR  of  12.99%  after  six  months.  The  First  USA 
solicitation  encouraged  her  to  transfer  her  existing  balances  from  other  cards  to  the  First  USA  credit  card. 
Concluding  that  this  was  the  best  available  deal,  Maria  transferred  her  other  credit  card  debts  over  to  the 
First  USA  card. 

As  promised,  Maria  received  an  initial  rate  of  5.9%,  which  increased  to  a  fixed  APR  of  12.99%  after  half 
of  a  year.  Looking  over  her  bill  a  few  months  later,  Maria  realized  that  First  USA  was  charging  her  a 
21.9%  interest  rate.  Shocked,  Maria  called  First  USA,  who  informed  her  that  First  USA  "sometimes  had 
to  do  that  when  people  borrow  money."  Maria  cried  foul,  and  last  week  filed  a  lawsuit  against  the 
company.  The  lawsuit  charges  First  USA  with  fraud,  alleging  that  the  company  never  had  any  intention  of 
keeping  the  interest  rate  at  12.99%.  First  USA  counters  that  claim,  and  holds  that  the  card  member 
agreement  allows  them  to  amend  the  terms  and  conditions  of  the  agreement  at  any  time.  However, 
according  to  the  filed  complaint  against  First  USA,  the  company  continues  to  offer  new  customers  credit 
cards  on  terms  similar  to  the  one  offered  to  Maria. 

The  complaint  was  filed  in  Multnomah  County  Circuit  Court  in  Oregon  as  a  "class  action"  suit,  giving 
other  citizens  the  opportunity  to  join  the  lawsuit.  A  judge  will  now  determine  whether  the  case  can  go 
forward  as  a  class  action  lawsuit.  First  USA  has  thirty  days  to  respond  to  the  complaint. 

IF  YOU  ARE  A  FIRST  USA  CUSTOMER,  AND  YOUR  RATE  HAS  INCREASED: 

•  Call  the  company  and  complain.  You  may  be  able  to  negotiate  a  better  interest  rate,  if  you  make  a 
good  case  for  yourself. 

•  Know  your  rights.  Under  the  Truth  in  Lending  Act,  credit  card  companies  must  give  you  at  least  15 
days  notice  before  changing  your  credit  card  rate. 

•  Cancel  your  card.  If  you  cancel  your  card,  you  can  pay  off  the  balance  at  the  current  rate.  However, 
you  won't  be  able  to  make  additional  purchases. 

•  Contact  Consumer  Affairs  if  you  would  like  to  be  involved  in  the  class  action  lawsuit.  This  Office 
will  pass  along  your  name,  address,  and  phone  number  to  the  lawyers  who  filed  the  class  action  lawsuit. 


Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  &  Business  Regulation 

Michael  T.  Duffy,  Director 

One  Ashburton  Place  •  Room  1411  •  Boston,  Massachusetts  02108 

Telephone  (617)  727-7755  Fax  (617)  227-6094 

Consumer  Hotline:  (617)  727-7780, 1-888-283-3757,  or  ask@consumer.com 


